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The Synergy of Air 
and Space
DR. BENJAMIN S. LAMBETH*

UN TIL THE GULF WAR of 1991, Air
Force avia tors and space pro fes -
sion als lived and worked in al most
sepa rate worlds. For their part,

rated air men were quin tes sen tial “op era tors”
with an in grained fin ger tip feel for the prac ti -
cal uses of air power, given their re spon si bil -
ity for ful fill ing mis sion pro files, which—un -
like those in the nu clear arena—had an
all- too- deadly air of plau si bil ity about them.
In con trast, USAF space pro fes sion als evolved 
not out of the rated fly ing com mu nity but
from the se cret world of space and mis sile re -
search and de vel op ment (R&D). For the first
10 to 15 years of the space pro gram, those
who cre ated mili tary space sys tems were de -
voted al most ex clu sively to en sur ing nu clear
de ter rence and oth er wise sup port ing the na -
tion’s strategic- level lead er ship. Natu rally,
their ca reer de vel op ment steeped them not in 
the war rior arts but in ap plied sci ence, en gi -
neer ing, and sys tems man age ment. That
made for an al most pre or dained di vide be -
tween the air and space com po nents of the
Air Force—a di vide that be came ever more ap -
par ent as mili tary space sys tems in creas ingly
emerged from the com part mented world into 
the light of day.

There even arose a mu tual dis dain be -
tween the two com mu ni ties as rated ver sus
non rated dis tinc tions be gan to form be tween
the “real men” who wore wings and flew jets
and those in the emerg ing mis sile and space

world who all too of ten were shrugged off by
their avia tor breth ren as “te chies,” “pocket
rock ets” (a pe jo ra tive ref er ence to the mis si -
leer’s badge), and “space ca dets”—or, worse
yet, “space geeks.” For their part, those beset-
 upon pro fes sion als in the fledg ling space
com mu nity took note of their re jec tion by the 
op era tors and, in natu ral fash ion, forged a
self- protective sense of sepa rate iden tity.
That, in turn, led to a press ing by many in the
space com mu nity for apart ness rather than
closer in te gra tion with the fly ing Air
Force—and, in deed, for the de vel op ment of a
sepa rate or gan iza tional base and doc trine.
The more as ser tive among them went so far as 
to fash ion them selves as the new Billy
Mitchells of the dawn ing space age, look ing
to the day when they might be come the van -
guard of an in de pend ent space force.

Only in the cru ci ble of the Gulf War did
the syn er gis tic po ten tial of air and space first
be gan to be fully rec og nized by rated air men
and space pro fes sion als alike. In mani fold un -
ex pected ways, space dem on strated what it
could bring to the new face of air war fare as
first dis played in Op era tion De sert Storm. In
the end, the ef fec tive ex ploi ta tion of space by
US Cen tral Com mand (CENT COM) oc ca -
sioned a post–Gulf War blos som ing of space
aware ness at all lev els of fer ing un prece -
dented prom ise, al beit in a way and along a
route per haps least ex pected by ei ther space
pro fes sion als or rated op era tors.
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Space Support to
Desert Storm

When Iraq in vaded Ku wait on 2 August
1990, the first coa li tion as sets to make their
pres ence felt on scene were not air, na val, or
land forces but space sys tems al ready on or bit 
high above the gath er ing storm. Al though
these as sets played only a sup port ing role in
the al lied buildup and com bat op era tions
that fol lowed, they were in dis pen sa ble in de -
ter min ing the course and out come of the war.

On the first count, the Navstar Global Po si -
tion ing Sys tem (GPS) came of age by pro vid -
ing real- time navi ga tion and tar get ing up -
dates to nu mer ous weap ons types em ployed
by coa li tion forces. It proved par ticu larly use -
ful be cause of the un dif fer en ti ated ter rain of

the Iraqi des ert, which pre sented un usu ally
se vere chal lenges to navi ga tion. Air crews in
com bat air craft equipped only with in er tial
navi ga tion sys tems used hand held GPS ter mi -
nals to aug ment their less ac cu rate ana log
navi ga tional aids. Such GPS cues were also
used by spe cial op era tions forces for air craft
po si tion ing, with Pave Low heli cop ters re ly -
ing on them en tirely for both day and night
nap- of- the- earth pene tra tions into Iraq and
Ku wait.

A lim ited number of hand held GPS re ceiv -
ers were avail able for use by al lied ground
per son nel as well. At first, only a few hun dred
of these, popu larly known as “plug gers” (for
PLGR, an ac ro nym for port able light weight
GPS re ceiver), were on hand for coa li tion
forces. By the war’s end, in what Gen Tho mas
Moor man Jr. called “the ul ti mate in op era -
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tional pull,” there were thou sands.1 As the
value of these de vices be came clear and the
de mand for them peaked, the GPS Pro gram
Of fice made an emer gency buy of 13,000
PLGRs for use on mili tary ve hi cles, of which
some forty- five hun dred ul ti mately made
their way to the thea ter.

As for al lied com mu ni ca tions, three sat el -
lites of the De fense Sat el lite Com mu ni ca tion
Sys tem (DSCS) con stel la tion on high or bit
en abled con tinu ous high- capacity, high-
 data- rate, world wide se cure voice com mu ni -
ca tions. These DSCS sat el lites sup ported 128
tac ti cal ter mi nals through out the war. One of
these was moved from the Pa cific Ocean to
the In dian Ocean to aug ment coa li tion com -
mu ni ca tions—the first re po si tion ing of a De -
fense De part ment sat el lite to sup port com bat
op era tions.

With re spect to over head sur veil lance and
moni tor ing, sat el lites of the De fense Me te -
oro logi cal Sat el lite Pro gram (DMSP) pro -
vided com mand ers and plan ners with near-
 real- time weather in for ma tion. Among other
things, they en abled re mote analy sis of the
des ert soil’s mois ture con tent to help de ter -
mine the best routes for CENT COM’s “left
hook” into Iraq and the Ku waiti thea ter of op -
era tions. As for com bat in tel li gence and bat -
tle dam age as sess ment, clas si fied na tional
space- reconnaissance plat forms—along with
other al lied ca pa bili ties—were key con tribu -
tors to ward ob tain ing elec tronic in tel li gence
and multis pec tral im ages of the thea ter.

A space sur veil lance sys tem that proved
cru cial in pro vid ing real- time warn ing of en -
emy Scud at tacks was the De fense Sup port
Pro gram (DSP) con stel la tion of infrared-
 sensing sat el lites, which were able to de tect
the heat of the Scud’s ex haust plume within
30 sec onds of launch. Al though not origi -
nally de signed to de tect the launch of short-
 range bal lis tic mis siles, DSP none the less
helped greatly in alert ing Pa triot mis sile de -
fense crews to an in com ing at tack. Thanks to
three prac tice Scud launches by the Iraqis
dur ing the De sert Shield buildup, DSP op era -
tors were able to tweak the sys tem for bet ter
op era tions in a quick- response mode. As a re -
sult, Air Force Space Com mand (AFSPC) was

ready when the first Iraqi com bat use of Scuds 
oc curred on the sec ond night of De sert Storm.

Af ter the dust set tled, Gen Mer rill McPeak,
the Air Force chief of staff, de scribed De sert
Storm as “the first space war,” a char ac teri za -
tion warmly em braced by many peo ple in the
space com mu nity.2 Pur ists might de mur on
whether the strictly sup port func tions per -
formed by Ameri can space as sets in that war
were enough to jus tify such a cate gori cal de -
scrip tion. There is no de ny ing, how ever, that
the Gulf War rep re sented the first in stance in
which the en tire pano ply of US space as sets
was em ployed in di rect, if less than fully in te -
grated, sup port of com bat op era tions at all
lev els. That fact am ply bore out the more tell -
ing point by a Brit ish de fense leader that De -
sert Storm “taught us that space has changed
the whole na ture of war fare.”3

Creation of an Operational
Space Culture

At the out set of De sert Storm, com mand ers 
and plan ners had only lim ited in sights into
what space could do for them. For their part,
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space pro fes sion als had lit tle in sight into the
kinds of sup port that air, na val, and land war
fight ers needed. That mu tual dis con nect sug-

The appointment of Gen Charles
Horner after Desert Storm as

commander in chief of US Space
Command (CINCSPACE) proved

particularly seminal with respect to
bringing the space and flying
communities closer together.

gested a core prob lem with re la tion ships and
un der stand ing be tween the two com mu ni -
ties that sorely needed fix ing. At bot tom, the
prob lem en tailed har ness ing Ameri ca’s space
as sets more closely in sup port of the needs of
the war fighter—a chal lenge that had never
been sys tem ati cally em braced by ei ther side.

The ap point ment of Gen Char les Hor ner
af ter De sert Storm as com mander in chief of
US Space Com mand (CINCS PACE) proved
par ticu larly semi nal with re spect to bring ing
the space and fly ing com mu ni ties closer to -
gether. This was not the first time that a
fighter pi lot had served as CINCS PACE. How -
ever, Horner’s re cent ex pe ri ence in the Gulf
made for a unique dif fer ence. As the joint
force air com po nent com mander (JFACC) in
De sert Storm, he had pre sided over air pow -
er’s great est ac com plish ment since World
War II, made pos si ble by the in dis pen sa ble
con tri bu tions of Ameri ca’s space as sets. As a
grate ful bene fi ci ary of those con tri bu tions,
he well knew what po ten tial he was in her it -
ing in his new as sign ment and moved with
dis patch to get the space com mu nity pointed
in the right di rec tion.

One of the first mile stones in the move to
merge space with the war- fighting com mu -
nity was a wind fall in heri tance by AFSPC of
the Air For ce’s in ter con ti nen tal bal lis tic mis -
siles (ICBM) as a by- product of the dis so lu -
tion of Tac ti cal Air Com mand (TAC) and Stra -
te gic Air Com mand (SAC). At the out set, Air
Com bat Com mand (ACC) found it self the
new re posi tory of the ICBM in ven tory. With

the mis siles mak ing, at best,  for an
uncomfort- able fit with ACC’s pri mary air-
 employment fo cus, how ever, they were soon
trans ferred to AFSPC.

That move proved in hind sight to have
been in spired from the per spec tive of both
com mu ni ties. Shift ing the ICBMs from ACC
to AFSPC gave the mis si leers a sense of iden -
tity with the space mis sion and the space tech -
ni cians a credi ble claim to war- fighter cre den -
tials. The mis si leers found them selves, at long 
last, out from un der the thumb of “air plane
peo ple” and em braced by a more shel ter ing
com mu nity of like- minded pro fes sion als
who spoke the lan guage of space sys tems flu -
ently. They brought to AFSPC not only a war-
 fighting func tion but also the op era tional
mind- set that went with it. This in cluded
combatant- oriented hab its in grained by the
ob ser vance of such ritu als as be ing part of a
con crete war plan, fol low ing nor mal and
emer gency pro ce dures, meet ing standardiza-
 tion evalua tion cri te ria, and gen er ally think -
ing like pro fes sion als with a “shooter” role
and not just a spec trum of sup port mis sions to 
carry out. Dur ing roughly the same time,
AFSPC was for mally rec og nized by Ti tle 10 of
the Na tional De fense Authori za tion Act as a
“com bat air force” (CAF).

Es tab lish ment of the USAF Space War fare
Cen ter (SWC) at Fal con AFB, Colo rado, on 1
No vem ber 1993 pro vided fur ther evi dence of
op era tors im part ing a new vec tor to mili tary
space de vel op ment. Mod eled on the USAF
Weap ons Cen ter at Nel lis AFB, Ne vada, and
the Air War fare Cen ter at Eg lin AFB, Flor ida,
SWC promptly be came the cut ting edge of a
de ter mined ef fort to in te grate space more
fully into the daily op er at ing rou tines of the
Air Force. Its avowed goal was not only to
make space more rele vant to the war fighter
but also to breed war fight ers out of space pro -
fes sion als along the way.

Ac tivi ties of SWC to date have in cluded the 
de vel op ment of tools to ex ploit the ac cu racy
of GPS in for ma tion for tar get lo ca tion and de -
liv ery of pre ci sion weap ons; the prompt
trans mit tal of space- derived in tel li gence and
weather prod ucts to op era tors; and the use of
ex ist ing com mu ni ca tions sys tems to de liver
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im agery, mani fests, mis sion task ings, and
even E- mail di rectly into the cock pits of air -
borne air craft on com bat mis sions. Strike II, a
test out of Nel lis AFB, pro vided an im pres sive
dem on stra tion of the po ten tial of fered by
GPS for real- time mis sion tar get ing. In that
test, satellite- derived target- location co or di -
nates were used to suc cess fully vec tor an air -
borne F- 15E to at tack a simu lated mo bile
Scud launcher at night.

A re lated SWC ac tiv ity in volves cul ti vat ing 
a broad ened base of ex per tise to sup port
more fully in te grated mis sion plan ning and
exe cu tion for air and space. In no va tions have 
in cluded bring ing space to Blue Flag
campaign- planning ex er cises at Eg lin AFB,
the es tab lish ment of a space- training fa cil ity
at Red Flag, and the ad di tion of a Space Di vi -
sion (an evo lu tion of the former USAF Space
Tac tics School) at the USAF Weap ons School
at Nel lis AFB. The Weap ons School now of fers 
a Space Weap ons In struc tor Course, as well as 
hands- on train ing for air crews in what space
can pro vide at the sharp end of the lance. In
par ticu lar, it shows how air crews can ex ploit
bit streams from the wide va ri ety of mili tary
and com mer cial space sys tems to im prove
air- combat op era tions. The in tent of these ef -
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forts is to build a cadre of “space- smart” op -
era tors, both rated and non rated, and to seed
them through out the CAF at all lev els, with
the ul ti mate goal of gen er at ing an ex panded
base of space lit er acy among those with their
fin gers on the trig ger.

One can chalk up much of the
ongoing integration of space with
the operational community to the

fact that AFSPC and the unified US
Space Command have now had

three CINCs in a row whose career
maturation occurred primarily in

the world of combat flying.

Now the “Nel lis of space”—as its com -
mander, Brig Gen Glen Moor head, has called
it—SWC has evolved since 1993 from sup -
port ing solely com bat op era tions to sup port -
ing mili tary op era tions of all kinds. Gen eral
Moor head, yet an other ca reer fighter pi lot in
the new world of space, has brought a war rior
at ti tude to the heart of SWC and has in fused
it into SWC’s day- to- day op er at ing rhythm.
Ef forts to nur ture such an at ti tude through -
out SWC have in cluded the es tab lish ment of
a space- related Pro ject Check mate to pro vide
op era tion ally ori ented threat as sess ment and
the be gin nings of a Mul ti com mand Man ual
3-1 pub li ca tion for mili tary space ap pli ca -
tions. They have even in cluded ini tia tives to
fos ter the at mos phere of a fly ing or gani za tion 
through such small but im por tant sym bolic
ges tures as author iz ing space op era tors on
head quar ters as sign ment to wear flight suits
or space- crew cov er alls and scarves on Fri -
days, as well as a re view of pro ce dures for a
space “emer gency of the day” at morn ing
staff meet ings.

One can chalk up much of the on go ing in -
te gra tion of space with the op era tional com -
mu nity to the fact that AFSPC and the uni fied
US Space Com mand have now had three
CINCs in a row whose ca reer matu ra tion oc -
curred pri mar ily in the world of com bat fly -
ing. Fol low ing Hor ner as CINCS PACE was

Gen Jo seph Ashy, a fighter pi lot with com pa -
ra ble back ground who pre vi ously com -
manded NATO air op era tions over Bos nia.
Ashy, in turn, was re placed by the cur rent
CINCS PACE, Gen How ell Es tes III, who once
served as com mander of the US AF’s F- 117
wing and later be came di rec tor of op era tions
(J-3) on the Joint Staff.

One can imag ine im pas sioned de bate
among air men who have made the ca reer
tran si tion to space over whether two or three
more CINCs of simi lar back ground at Space
Com mand may be nec es sary to pro vide
enough gen era tional shift to as sure the con -
tinu ing in te gra tion of space with joint- force
op era tors. There is lit tle ques tion, how ever,
that—ow ing to the cu mu la tive in flu ence of
Gen er als Hor ner, Ashy, and Es tes—a sea
change has oc curred in the ori en ta tion and
out look of the space com mu nity. For years,
space peo ple all but begged for at ten tion and
ac cep tance by the op era tional Air Force, and
“space push”—of ten to lit tle or no avail—was
typi cally the rule. Since De sert Storm, this
rule has changed un mis taka bly to “op era tor
pull,” with former fighter peo ple in sen ior
lead er ship po si tions set ting both the tone and 
the ex am ple. No doubt, this has elic ited a
mixed and still- uncertain re ac tion from some
of the more ten ured in di vidu als in the space
ca reer field, who may pri vately won der
whether the ap par ent sei zure of mili tary
space by these in ter lop ers wear ing wings has
been a wel come de vel op ment.

Much road re mains to be trav eled be fore
rated and non rated of fi cers thrust to gether in
the space com mu nity will learn to speak a
com mon lan guage. The re la tion ship be tween
the two groups is still un easy in many re -
spects, as old hab its and thought pat terns on
both sides re main slow to evolve and mu tual
sus pi cions lin ger. That said, the bring ing of
space to the serv ice of the war fighter is no
longer some thing to which the Air Force
merely pays lip serv ice.

Per haps most im por tant as a sym bolic tes -
ta ment to this change, the Air For ce’s lat est
mis sion state ment, Global En gage ment: A Vi -
sion for the 21st Cen tury, has flatly pro -
nounced that the USAF is now tran si tion ing
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from an “air force” into an “air and space
force on an evo lu tion ary path to a space and
air force.”4 That pro nounce ment, ac cord ing
to Gen eral Moor man, was “in credi bly sig nifi -
cant” in that it re flected not just the think ing
of “a sub set of folks do ing a fo cused study,
but rather the con sen sus of the Air Force lead -
er ship.”5  Many peo ple in the space com mu -
nity, no ta bly in clud ing those who wear
wings, would go fur ther and in sist that the
USAF has al ready be come a full- fledged “air
and space force.” What ever one might be -
lieve on that score, there is no de ny ing that all 
of the serv ices now de pend on space sup port.
Thus, Gen eral Moor head was on tar get when
he pointed out that “space is no longer some -
thing that sits in a jar on a shelf with in struc -
tions that read ‘break glass only in the event
of war.’ ”6

Integrating Air and Space
The un prece dented fo cus on bring ing to -

gether US air and space ca pa bili ties since De -
sert Storm may have been the sin gle most in -
flu en tial de vel op ment in mak ing Ameri can
mili tary power so pre emi nent in the world to -
day. As Gen eral Moor man has sum ma rized
the trend line, “An in te grated air and space
pro gram that com bines to tal bat tle field
aware ness and knowl edge with rapid and de -
pend able com mu ni ca tions to get in for ma -
tion to the de ci sion maker or shooter, fully in -
te grated with highly ca pa ble, sur viv able
air craft and a fleet of un manned aer ial ve hi -
cles, both with pre ci sion mu ni tions, is the
wave of the fu ture.”7 Thanks to this new fo -
cus, space has now been rou tinely in te grated
into joint train ing and ex er cise sched ules, US
Space Com mand main tains a pres ence in sup -
port of every com bat ant com mander, and
every JFACC around the world has a per ma -
nent space- support cell.

That said, much re mains be fore the Air
For ce’s tran si tion to a true air and space force
is fully con sum mated. For the near term, the
most ef fec tive lev er ag ing of space to ward the
fur ther en hance ment of the na tion’s air as sets 
will come from seek ing syn ergy through

closer in te gra tion of ex ist ing forces (e.g.,
real- time ty ing to gether of in puts from space
sys tems and un manned aer ial ve hi cles [UAV]
to cue an ele ment or flight of B-2s armed with
pre ci sion, through- the- weather con ven tional 
bombs). This is the sort of in no va tive tac ti cal
op tion that a dedi cated Mul ti com mand Man -
ual 3-1 for air and space might use fully cod -
ify.

Many people in the space
community, notably including those 
who wear wings, would go further
and insist that the USAF has
already become a full-fledged “air
and space force.” 

Be yond that, de vel op ing a more com mon
lan guage among those com mu ni ties and
break ing down the in sti tu tional walls that
still keep them apart will be cru cial for en sur -
ing the com ple tion of such a trans for ma tion.
This will nec es sar ily in volve a two- way street.
The good news is that peo ple in the rated
world who still char ac ter ize their non rated
space breth ren as “space geeks” are, more and
more, now do ing so in a tone of ac cept ing
com rade ship rather than in their once-
 dismissive way. This is as it should be, for the
lat ter will have to be treated as fully equal fel -
low com bat ants—just as weap ons sys tems op -
era tors in the fighter world have gradu ally
come to be over time—if full in te gra tion of air
and space is to oc cur.

To ward that end, con sciously di rected
cross- fertilization be tween the two com mu ni -
ties should help greatly in build ing and fur -
ther spread ing space aware ness through out
the armed forces. One such ave nue might
emerge from greater in ter ac tion be tween
Four teenth Air Force—the or gani za tion at
Van den berg AFB, Cali for nia, tasked with pro -
vid ing space sup port to the war fighter—and
the US AF’s other num bered air forces. An -
other may in volve put ting greater num bers of 
fighter pi lots in space bil lets, just as they are
now as signed as air li ai son of fi cers with Army
field units, and bring ing space op era tors with
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weap ons school ing and SWC ex pe ri ence into
main stream plan ning and train ing as sign -
ments through out the CAF.

Any idea of working toward a
separate space force, at least today,

would be not only premature but
also more harmful than helpful.

In to mor row’s air and space com mu nity,
avia tors will in creas ingly find them selves
shar ing the spot light with UAV pi lots, space
con trol lers, and in for ma tion war ri ors, all of
whom will be bona fide trig ger pul lers with a
com mon operational- level re spon si bil ity and 
out look. It may be some time be fore in for ma -
tion war ri ors and space com bat ants will dis -
place line pi lots in the top most po si tions of
Air Force lead er ship. How ever, there is no
ques tion that rated op era tors will have to be -
come more flu ent in the in stru ments of space
and in for ma tion war fare if they are to be -
come truly adept in their use. There is also no
ques tion that the the term op era tor will have
to be re thought from the ground up in light
of the space and in for ma tion revo lu tions.

All of this sug gests that any idea of work ing 
to ward a sepa rate space force, at least to day,
would be not only pre ma ture but also more
harm ful than help ful, con sid er ing that the
syn ergy of fered by re cent de vel op ments in
space ex ploi ta tion re quires in te gra tion with
air power rather than de tach ment from it.
Gen John Jumper struck the right tone in this
re spect when, as dep uty chief of staff for air
and space op era tions, he stressed that

we want to make sure that as we evolve into the
next decade and the next century, we don’t
suffer the same problem that the air corps had
as it articulated its differences with the Army
back in the late 1940s, [which] led them to the
conclusion that they could only be addressed
by creating a separate air corps, and then
eventually could only be addressed by creating
a separate air force. Our theory here is that in
the era of air and space, we’re all airmen at
heart. . . . We shouldn’t be arguing about the
line of demarcation up there where the last

molecule of air has departed and we enter the
vacuum of space. We should be arguing about
the effects.8

Worst of all would be the es tab lish ment of
an in de pend ent space force for the wrong rea -
son. There is an en tirely plau si ble rea son why
such an op tion might seem su per fi cially at -
trac tive to some peo ple. As Gen eral Hor ner
has rightly ob served, “As long as each serv ice
is funded at an ar ti fi cial rate al most equal to
one- third of the de fense budget, the Air Force
will be hard- pressed to fill its core air re spon -
si bili ties, while ex pand ing its role in space. All 
of this means that our space force may in deed
be come a mili tary en tity in its own right.”
Hor ner was on tar get in cau tion ing that “at
some point, the na tion must ask it self
whether our air and space ca pa bili ties should
re main ar ti fi cially lim ited with the pres ent
budg et ing meth od ol ogy, when both func -
tions are be com ing of greater im por tance to
our de fense strat egy.”9 That noted, how ever,
it would be a per ver sion of com mon sense to
ad dress such a prob lem, in the end, by orga-
 nizational sleight of hand rather than by ra -
tional choice with re spect to the proper ap -
por tion ment of R&D and pro cure ment funds.

Ide ally, the mili tary de vel op ment of space
should end up evolv ing much as air power did
from its mod est be gin nings in World War I to
its matu ra tion in De sert Storm. Physi cal dif -
fer ences be tween space and the at mos phere,
such as those that dis tin guish as tro dy nam ics
from aero dy nam ics, will af fect the mode of
space op era tions but not their pur pose. A
func tional or op era tional, as op posed to a sys -
tems, ap proach to think ing about the ap pli ca -
tion of space power will make the dif fer ences
be tween or bital and at mos pheric op era tions
ir rele vant. Much as a RAND col league has said 
of the US AF’s de ci sion to forgo any im me di -
ate thought of set ting up a sepa rate com mand 
for in for ma tion war fare, one might say as
well for space that any such sepa rate serv ice
“would re tard rather than pro mote the nec es -
sary in te gra tion . . . into the whole spec trum
of Air Force op era tions. Op era tions [rather
than or gan iza tional in ter ests] should ‘drive
the train.’ ”10
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Toward Full Mastery of the
Vertical Dimension

The com bi na tion of the na tion’s many
space as sets has be come an en abler not just of 
air power but of all mili tary power. This, in
turn, has paved the way for a po ten tial quan -
tum change in the out lines of the in terserv ice
de bate over roles and mis sions. Un til re -
cently, air men could fairly claim that only
they en joyed a com plete and un re stricted
view of the bat tle space be cause of their com -
mand of the ver ti cal di men sion. Now, how -
ever, with the grow ing ac ces si bil ity of space-
 derived global in for ma tion by all com bat -
ants, all play ers—sur face no less than air and
space—can claim to “see be yond the ho ri zon”
and will have every in cen tive to seek an ex -
panded piece of the ac tion as a re sult. In de -
vel op ing joint space doc trine, the na tion’s
de fense lead ers must en sure that the new lev -
er age af forded by space is not al lowed to feed
dis tract ing bu reau cratic trench war fare over
budget shares among the serv ices, when the
de sired goal is a ra tional al lo ca tion of re -
sources to ward greater force in te gra tion by
all of them.

To day, the United States stands at a cross -
roads re gard ing the next step in lev er ag ing its
space op por tu ni ties to great est ef fect. One
pointed ques tion raised by some sen ior space
of fi cials con cerns whether the serv ices
should take the near- term gam ble of mini -
miz ing, or even skip ping al to gether, siz able
chunks of the next gen era tion of plat form
pro cure ment so as to free up the nec es sary re -
sources for op era tion al iz ing the new high
ground of space sooner rather than later. Of
course, few among them would dis agree that
the na tion must main tain ade quate lev els of
ca pa bil ity in the more de vel oped ele ments of
air power, such as com bat air craft, pre ci sion
weap ons, and data- fusion sys tems that will
make the most of what they have to of fer in
the near term. Yet, with no peer com peti tor
on the ho ri zon for at least the next dec ade
and per haps longer, it has be come emi nently
de bat able what “ade quate lev els of ca pa bil -
ity” means in prac tice. A core choice among

the many op tions from which any resource-
 allocation trades with re spect to space are
likely to come may thus be be tween con tinu -
ing as planned with next- generation plat -
forms and pro ceed ing more ag gres sively to
jump- start the military- technological revo lu -
tion.

What ever the out come, only in the con text 
of a well- conceived and agreed- upon na tional 
strat egy can such choices be made in tel li -
gently and re spon si bly. One fail- safe way of
help ing to en sure that the right choices get
made will be to have a dis ci plined space road
map that be gins with clear con cepts of op era -
tions and lets these drive re quire ments, rather 
than giv ing tech nol ogy the lead. Here, Ameri -
ca’s past ex pe ri ence with air power the ory
should be es pe cially per ti nent in coun sel ing
against re peat ing the mis take of the early air -
power zeal ots by prom is ing too much too
soon.

In all, if one views space from an op era -
tional rather than an or gan iza tional or sys -
tems per spec tive, one will natu rally be driven
to see it as sim ply an ex ten sion of the ver ti cal
di men sion. Air men should strive to ex ploit
space to the ex tent of their re sources in pur -
suit of the abid ing goals of air power since the
first days of mili tary avia tion. Af ter all, just as
air power was the cra dle of space ex plo ra tion,
so ex ploit ing space as a part of the ver ti cal di -
men sion will be cru cial to the full and fi nal
matu ra tion of air power. Gen eral Moor man
seemed to have that in mind when he sug -
gested in 1992 that “look ing ahead a few
years, one can specu late that ad vo cates of
both air power and space power will likely be
talk ing about simi lar is sues.”11 As it turned
out, he was right. There is great merit to the
propo si tion that space is merely a place, not
an in de pend ent mili tary mis sion or func tion.

Peo ple at the lead ing edge of mili tary space 
ex ploi ta tion over the past two dec ades have,
to date, been much like modern- day equiva -
lents of the early pio neers of the US Army’s Air 
Corps Tac ti cal School dur ing the 1920s and
1930s, who strug gled hard to earn a place at
the ta ble for air power in the de vel op ment of
na tional mili tary strat egy and ca pa bil ity.
Among the many in di ca tors of this fact, one
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could in clude the emer gence of “space” as a
USAF ca reer field, the is su ance of spe cial
“space” uni form in sig nia, ef forts to for mu -
late a mili tary “space” doc trine, call ing De -
sert Storm the first “space war,” and ul ti -
mately the stand ing up of AFSPC and US
Space Com mand. These and simi lar oc cur -
rences have been in evi ta ble, yet, in all like li -
hood, also tran si tional mile stones in to day’s
still- embryonic pro cess of mak ing the leap
from air power to air and space power. As
such, they will proba bly be come more and
more vesti- gial over time as the seams be -
tween air and space ul ti mately dis solve.

Once that hap pens, air men of the twenty-
 first cen tury will be as com fort able with op -
era tions in and around space as they are to day 
with the lower reaches of the ver ti cal di men -
sion. Such a fu ture may also see a grad ual dis -
so lu tion of the cur rent or gan iza tional lines

that sepa rate space from the more fa mil iar
world of air- breathing avia tion, much as TAC
and SAC dis ap peared as sepa rate en ti ties with
the dawn ing re ali za tion that dis tinc tions be -
tween “stra te gic” and “tac ti cal” had be come
ar ti fi cial with the changed na ture of air and
space war fare. The strong est af firma tion of
the lat ter was the spec ta cle of nomi nally “tac -
ti cal” F- 117s per form ing su premely stra te gic
op era tions dur ing the open ing mo ments of
De sert Storm and B- 52s pro vid ing fire sup port 
to friendly ground forces dur ing the fi nal
days of the Gulf War. There is every rea son to
ex pect a simi lar with er ing away of to day’s
con cep tual and or gan iza tional de mar ca tions
be tween “air” and “space.” This will oc cur as
the ap pli ca tion of air power and space power
to ward ter res trial joint- force ob jec tives be -
comes sec ond na ture to op era tors, whether or 
not they wear wings.
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